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On May 12, presidential candidates Ernesto Zedillo of the governing Institutional Revolutionary
Party (PRI), Diego Fernandez de Cevallos of the National Action Party (PAN), and Cuauhtemoc
Cardenas of the Democratic Revolution Party (PRD), held the country's first-ever nationallytelevised presidential debate. Although many were sharply critical of the awkward format used
for the debate, and of the lack of specific policy proposals offered by the candidates, most analysts
attached significant importance to the fact that the debate took place at all. Until this debate, the PRI
and its allies in the television industry had staunchly resisted efforts by opposition parties to present
their views to a national television audience.
According to some estimates, as many as 40 million Mexicans watched or listened to the debate on
radio and television. Public opinion polls conducted after the debate suggested that Fernandez de
Cevallos who in recent polls on voter intentions has been running a distant third place gained the
most from the public encounter. Fernandez de Cevallos assumed an aggressive posture from the
outset, questioning Cardenas's commitment to democracy and linking Zedillo to "the failed policies
of the PRI."
The daily business newspaper El Financiero suggested Fernandez de Cevallos may have saved the
debate by breaking the "rigidity of the format." Under the format agreed to before the debate, the
three candidates were given specified blocks of time to give what amounted to a series of political
monologues. Scrambling of the order in which the candidates were allowed to speak during each
segment, plus a ban on interruptions, served as barriers to rebuttals or follow-ups. "They shouldn't
call it a debate because it was not a debate, it was a political scenario in which everything was
checked out first," said media analyst Reginald Clifford of the Instituto Tecnologico de Monterrey in
an interview with the Associated Press.
For his part, Miguel Angel Chapa Granados, a columnist with the Mexico City daily newspaper
Reforma, suggested the rigid format would not have presented as much of a problem if the debate
had included direct questions to the candidates on specific issues. One survey, conducted by
Reforma immediately after the event, showed that 66% of the respondents felt that the PAN
candidate won the debate, compared with 23% for Zedillo and 10% for Cardenas.
The perceived strong performance of the PAN candidate has not translated automatically into
potential votes. The Reforma survey showed that 38% of the respondents surveyed would still vote
for Zedillo, compared with 31% for Fernandez de Cevallos and 11% for Cardenas. In a telephone
survey conducted by El Economista newspaper, 45% of respondents said Fernandez de Cevallos was
the more convincing candidate in the debate. On the other hand, 48% of the respondents said they
were still planning to vote for Zedillo in the Aug. 21 elections.
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Analysts said Zedillo came across as "overconfident" and too prone to avoid open debate. They
also said Cardenas, while showing some poise, committed a serious error by failing to respond to
the attacks made against him by Fernandez de Cevallos. On the other hand, the analysts suggested
that Zedillo came out of the debate in good shape, since he did not commit any serious mistakes
and didn't appear as the clear "loser" in the debate. "It's a loser's game and Zedillo made no major
gaffes," a Mexican businessman told the Associated Press. Zedillo's strategy during the debate
was to present himself as the best candidate to continue President Carlos Salinas de Gortari's
economic policies. He said increased economic investment, which Salinas has promoted, is the best
strategy for creating jobs and ending poverty in the country. "The debate is about the future, not
the past," said Zedillo, whose party has ruled Mexico since 1929. However, this strategy also created
an opening for the other candidates to criticize the PRI. For example, Cardenas and Fernandez de
Cevallos both pointed out that Salinas's policies led to GDP growth of only 0.4% during 1993. In
addition, both the PAN and PRD candidates stressed that Salinas's policies have benefitted only a
tiny elite, at the expense of the majority of Mexicans.
"This government has created many poor people," said Cardenas. For his part, Cardenas spoke
often about government corruption and abuse of power and said there was no reason to believe
Zedillo a cabinet minister under the Salinas administration when he said he wanted to reform the
system. "We cannot believe the party or the candidate. They say one thing and do another," he said.
In other election news, on May 12 the Chamber of Deputies overwhelmingly approved legislation
which, among other things, paves the way for the presence of foreign observers to monitor the
Aug. 21 presidential election. By a vote of 276-2, the legislators approved 49 changes to the Federal
Election Code (Codigo Federal de Instituciones y Procedimientos Electorales, COFIPE), giving
the Federal Electoral Instituto (Instituto Federal Electoral, IFE) the power to determine electoral
guidelines, including those applicable to foreign observers. Also on May 12 Interior (Gobernacion)
Secretary Jorge Carpizo announced he had requested that the United Nations send a team to Mexico
to evaluate the country's electoral system and to provide training for electoral observers. Carpizo's
decision received overwhelming support from Mexican legislators, with only Popular Socialist Party
(PPS) dissenting.
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